THE AGE OF MACHINERY
and not merely ensure that wealth was distributed over
as wide a circle as possible, but also that it was pro-
duced under conditions which did not degrade the mass of the
community. Under the influence of this new conception the
system of laissez-faire began to be assailed by those who be-
lieved that the only real wealth is life itself, from which it
followed that to sacrifice the health and happiness of the
nation in economic pursuits was to defeat the very object
which the latter were designed to promote.
Other factors contributed to a change in public opinion,
of which the full fruits are coining to maturity at the present
day. The tentative efforts at reform were attended with a
success which stimulated the activities of the social reformers,
while the prophets of woe were discouraged to find that their
predictions of national ruin were not verified. Experience
has proved, said Lord Shaftesbury, that everything urged by
the opponents of factory legislation 'has issued in the very
reverse. Has ruin stalked over the manufacturing districts?
Has capital quitted the country? Have your wages been
reduced to the minimum of subsistence? Has the produce of
cotton goods been diminished?5 Furthermore one step
involved another. Once the country put its hand to the
plough it could not turn back, and the movement began to
develop of its own momentum. Again prosperity mellowed
the outlook of the governing class and rendered possible the
experiments in social amelioration. In addition the tory
party wanted its revenge for the repeal of the corn laws. Lord
Shaftesbury wrote: 'The majority, that in 1847 gave victory
to the old supporters of the [Ten Hours] Bill, were governed
not by love to the cause but by anger towards Peel and the
Anti-Corn Law League. Had not these passions interposed,
there would have been no unusual humanity.*
We must not overlook also the chartist movement which
focussed public attention on what Carlyle called cthe condi-
tion of England question.' The difficulty of securing factory
reform had led the chartists to complain bitterly of Parlia-
ment's neglect to redress labour's wrongs. 'While our social
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